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Worldwide, women arT%en the first to
notice environmental degradation because
they are in dosest contact with the land. In
some African countries, for example, women
perform 80% ofthe work in running house-
holds, farming, and gathering wood and
water, according to Carol Bellamy, Executive
Director of UNICEF. Many poor rural
women are in a particularly difficult position.
Desertification has ruined their crop land and
deforestation has led them to search farther
for fuel wood. In industrialized countries,
women affect the environment primarily as
the main buyers for their families' needs.
Unsustainable patterns of consumption and
production in these countries are a main
causeofenvironmental degradation.
Although they may be most vulnerable to
environmental problems, women are the
most powerless to control them. In most
countries they have less political power and
technical training than men, and they own
only a tiny percentage ofthe world's proper-
ty. Women and children also make up the
majorityofthe poorandrefugees.
As the result ofa United Nations confer-
ence in Beijing, China, last September, how-
ever, women maygain morepower inmaking
environmental decisions that affect their lives.
In addition to its primary focus on human
rights and economics, the Fourth World
Conference on Women also linked environ-
mental degradation to poverty and other ills
disproportionatelysuffered bywomen.
At the conference, delegates from 189
nations agreed to a Platform for Action,
which included addressing environmental
inequities. They promised to make clean
water available to the world's people, offer
women more technical training, and do more
research on the effects of environmental
degradation onwomen.
While theymaydisagree on specific issues
decided in Beijing, many attendees call the
meeting a step forward from the 1985
women's conference in Nairobi. "One ofthe
strengths oftheplatform ... is thatitaddress-
es who is doing what and how," says
Honorine Kiplagat, acting Gender Focal
Point at the Nairobi-based United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP). These
mechanisms for change were not there 10
years ago, shesaid.
The Beijing conference was held in con-
junction with a gathering of30,000 women
from nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) in nearby Huairou. There, grass-
roots organizers discussed environmental
issues and other topics related to women's
well-being. NGO members also lobbied offi-
cial delegates to strengthen their environmen-
tal commitments.
WomenandtheEnvironment
"No long-term strategy ofpoverty alleviation
can succeed in the faceofpowerful forces that
permit the persistent erosion of the physical
resources upon which the poor, especially
women depend," said Elizabeth Dowdeswell,
UNEP executive director, in a conference
speech.
"The achievement ofsustainable develop-
ment is inextricably bound upwith the estab-
lishment ofwomen's equality," Dowdeswell
said. "Inequities that are detrimental to the
environment and society at large are particu-
larlydetrimental towomen."
Because of their close contact with the
environment and their physical makeup,
women may be more susceptible to environ-
mental toxins than men. For example, recent
evidence suggests a connection between envi-
ronmental toxins and breast cancer;
endometriosis has been linked to dioxins in
the environment; and radiation from nudear
testing has been blamed for severe birth
defects andotherreproductivedifficulties.
Neijon Edwards, a conference delegate
from the Marshall Islands, asked the gather-
ing for help in dealing with the aftermath of
nuclear weapons testing. "The leading cause
of death now for women in the Marshall
Islands is cancer ofthe reproductive system,"
she said in a conference speech. "If I could
bringyou the voices ofthesewomen on every
atoll, they would tell you about the children
that have been born without bones, with
extra or missing limbs, or with gross abnor-
malities which defyall imagination," Edwards
said. Despite such reports, few studies have
explored the connection between women's
health and the environment. "Too often,
studies only look at risks to men," says Lynn
Goldman, assistant U.S. EPA administrator
for prevention, pesticides, and toxic sub-
stances. "We're realizing that we need to
makean effortto studyeffects onwomen."
ThePlatform forAction
The Beijing conference was billed as a "con-
ference of commitments" with governments
encouraged to sign an official platform for
action and make additional commitments as
theychose.
The 135-page platform offers specific
ways to empower women and correct social,
political, and environmental imbalances in 12
critical areas of concern. The document
builds on agreements from prior United
Nations conferences on the environment and
on women held in Rio de Janeiro and
Nairobi, respectively.
"Thegroundworkhadbeenlaid, butitwas
important to once again emphasize that the
environment isalso awomen'sissue," saysJean
Nelson, counselor to the EPA administrator
andanofficialU.S. delegatetotheconference.
Governments that signed the consensus
document vowed to take almost two dozen
environmental actions in three main areas:
involving women in environmental decision-
making, integrating gender.concerns in sus-
tainable development, and assessing the
impact ofdevelopmental and environmental
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policies onwomen. Actions were also suggest-
ed for NGOs, international organizations,
and the private sector (see sidebar).
Governments agreed, for example, to see
that all people have clean water by the year
2000. Ifthey manage to accomplish this for-
midable task, they'll ease the burden of
women, who often must walk long distances
to find household water in rural areas. They'll
also reduce children's deaths from diarrhea
and other diseases caused by parasite-contam-
inated drinkingwater.
Women should be actively involved in
environmental decision-making, the delegates
concluded. Overall, accepting the need for
equality in decision-making at all levels was
the platform's clearest victory, according to
the Women's Environment & Development
Organization (WEDO), a political action
NGO with 20,000 members worldwide. The
platform states that governments can involve
women in decision-making by increasing
their access to information and education,
encouraging protection and use of informa-
tion from indigenous communities, and
empowering women as producers and con-
sumers among other approaches. One ofthe
ways NGOs can encourage participation is to
increase access to information and services for
women who are farmers, fishers, or pastoral-
ists, the document concluded.
Without women's involvement, sustain-
able development programs will fail, delegates
acknowledged. The platform calls for pro-
moting environmentally sound technologies
that women have helped design, and evaluat-
ing policies with women in mind. Without
giving specifics, governments also committed
to empowering women as producers and con-
sumers so that they can take effective envi-
ronmental action.
In addition, the platform calls for enforc-
ing current conventions on hazardous waste
and studying how environmental hazards
affect women. "One of the major goals EPA
went inwith was trying tohighlight ... issues
of potential differences in susceptibility and
exposure to environmental degradation and
hazards," says Nelson. "The data gap was a
veryimportant issue for us."
Governments generally have notyet com-
mitted substantial new funds to support plat-
form actions. Some NGO members worry
about what the lack ofnew funds may mean
to theplatform's success. "I think it's going to
be an excuse" for not taking action, says
Pamela Chiang, co-chair of the Southwest
Network for Environmental and Economic
Justice, based in the United States.
NGO Responses
NGO members acted as the conscience ofthe
official conference, reminding governments
of grassroots issues important to women and
pushing for a progressive approach-to envi-
ronmental problems. "We're trying to pre-
vent collective amnesia by governments," says
Susan Davis, executive director ofWEDO.
The Environmental Caucus, a group of
NGO members who lobbied delegates on the
official platform, decried the document's lack
of attention to the environment. "This con-
ference is supposed to promote women's
rights, but it is forgetting that a sound and
healthy environment is crucial to the full
enjoyment ofthese rights," said Gracie Fong
of the Fiji-based Women in Fisheries
Network, at a conference press briefing.
"Without the foundation of an earth which
can provide enough fertile soil, pure water,
and diverse ecosystems to meet our basic
needs," Fong said, "the well-being and sur-
vival offuture generations is in question."
Members ofthe NGO forum also argued
that the official platform focused narrowly on
a few issues and ignored or shortchanged oth-
ers. For example, Chiang pointed out that
statements on hazardous waste, environmen-
tal justice, and intellectual property rights
were tooweak.
But the conference could not make defin-
itive decisions on all environmental issues,
says the EPA's Nelson. "Aconference like this
is not in a position to preempt other sets of
international negotiations" on issues such as
hazardous waste and biodiversity, she says.
"And though the open discussions prompted
by NGO members advanced the conference,
not all governments were prepared to take
policypositions on them."
Although acknowledging that the envi-
ronment was not given the highest priority at
the conference, Kiplagat of UNEP says that
environmental issues weren't ignored. "The
environment permeates all the ... other areas
ofconcern," she says. "You can't really sepa-
rate the economy from the environment or
health from the environment."
While delegates were arguing over the
official document, women at the NGO
forum in Huairou were discussing myriad
environmental issues such as sustainable agri-
culture and technologies, biodiversity, and
consumer awareness. These women intro-
duced ideas into the global lexicon, including
the concept of environmental injustice or
imperialism-in part, the disproportionate
siting of hazardous waste and undesirable
industries in minority communities. The out-
come oftheirworkwas more diffuse than the
official conference: they strove not to reach a
consensus but to develop a worldwide net-
work forsocial change.
"The most powerful thing I see is infor-
mation sharing," said Pat Costner, a senior
scientist with Greenpeace International. At
the conference, Costner shared strategies with
women from India who were fighting haz-
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ardous waste incineration near their homes.
"Ifone community recognizes aproblem and
someone else is beginning to have the same
problem," she says, "the second party doesn't
have to reinventthewheel."
Foliowingthrough on Commitments
Onlyahandftl ofnations committed specifi-
cally to environmental actions in Beijing,
according to a tallydrawn up byInterAction,
aWashington-based NGO. Several countries,
including Namibia, Tanzania, and Zambia
agreed toprovidedeanwaterto theircitizens.
Cambodia focused on induding women in
sustainable development programs, while
Lesotho agreed to educate women about
alternative energy.
The United States, while not making
additional environmental commitments at
the conference, plans to follow through on
platform pledges and add other environmen-
tal plans later. President Bill Clinton formed
the President's Interagency Council on
Women, made up of representatives from
nearly 30 government agencies, to oversee
theseplans.
The council's environmental efforts focus
on improving women's health. For example,
council representatives are organizing a sym-
posium on environmental health risks for
women. The EPA's Goldman also points to
efforts to develop international guidelines for
testing reproductive and developmental
effects ofchemicals. Agencies represented on
the council are also working on studies of
environmentally-mediated diseases specific to
women. And the group may search for ways
to exchange information with other nations
seeking to address theirconferencepledges.
"We believe we have a strong obligation
to follow through on our commitments,"
Goldman says. "Where we need to go is rais-
ing the level of consciousness ofwhat the
issues are for women. When we make our
decisions about new research for regulating
risks, weneed to takewomen into account."
In the United States and abroad, NGOs
are keeping their commitments alive by coor-
dinating a series of "Bringing Beijing Back"
meetings. The assemblies are used to
exchange information about the UN confer-
ence and offer methods for implementing the
Platform forAction.
In addition, NGOs are acting as watch-
dogs for economic programs and encouraging
the search for environmental links to cancer.
WEDO has also joined a campaign to reduce
consumption in the developed world, one of
the concerns raised in Beijing.
Implementing such changes won't be
easy. "[It] will require amajorshift in the pri-
orities ofboth governments and individuals,
in relationships between men and women, in
redeployment ofresources," says Kiplagat.
UNEP has begun working toward the
basic commitments made in Beijing. The
United Nations organization vowed to
enhance recruitment ofwomen, tailor envi-
ronmental education programs to women,
andworkto control hazardous chemicals that
pose serious health risks to women and chil-
dren, amongotherpledges.
"Women must be legitimate partners in
environmental management ifwe want to
achieve sustainable development," Kiplagat
says. "In order for that kind ofbalance to be
accepted, we need to address the men aswell.
Progress forwomen is progress forall."
CarolBlaney
41stAnnual Institute in Water
Pollution Control
Manhatfan College
Riverdale, NY
June 3-7, 1996
Manhattan College's forty-first annual Institute in Water Pollution Control will take place on June 3-7, 1996 in the
Manhattan College Leo Engineering Building, Riverdale, New York. Two courses, which run concurrently, will be
offered: Modern Eutrophication Modeling, and Treatment of Municipal, Hazardous and Toxic Wastewaters. These
week-long courses have much to offer young engineers and seasoned professionals who have not been able to stay
abreast of the rapidly changing field. Set in a classroom atmosphere, the courses allow for dialog between lecturer
and participants. The fee per course is $1,150 and includes a set of notes foreach attendee.
For a brochure ofadditional information,
contact: Ms. Lucia Chiocchio,
Program Coordinator, Manhattan College,
Environmental Engineering Department, Riverdale, NY 10471
Phone (718) 920-0277 FAX (718) 543-7914
274 Volume 104, Number3, March 1996 - EnvironmentalHealth Perspectives